Abstract
American cultures abound in myths that are based on a deep connection between women and nature. A case in point is the Native American myth Sedna who is the paragon of fertility, especially in Alaska. According to Leeming and Page, the main characters of this myth are Anguta and his daughter who followed a seabird that tortured her. The father reacted by killing the bird, "once [ the other seabirds] saw it, they blew up a huge, ranging storm that began tossing the boat high and low on ferocious waves. To save himself, Anguta threw his daughter overboard into the icy sea [and] he chopped her fingers off" (Leeming and Page, 1999: 21) . At the end, Sedna survives and is still alive and victorious. Indeed, Sedna succeeds at combatting death just because "the fruits of nature come from her dismembered body parts" (Leeming and Page, 1998: 66) . The myth of Sedna emphasizes the nurturing role of women and nature and considers the woman as a personification of nature since the fruits of nature spring from the female body.
One basic tenet of ecofeminism is the belief in the importance of wilderness in helping some women in their quest for a self that goes beyond the tight sphere of the patriarchal decrees. Melody Hessing further expands on the idea of interaction between women and wilderness by asserting: "A wilderness experience offers some women the opportunity to escape the domestic realm as well as the familial identity that entraps them" (Hessing, 2005: 286) . However, the main problem for women is that their setting of contemplation is damaged because of the weighty impacts of technology and scientific progress. It is believed that wilderness is contaminated by men since "the current population of scientists and engineers is overwhelmingly male" (Li Li, 1998: 286) . Ecofeminists react to this phenomenon by maintaining the role of women in rescuing mother earth from the peril of deforestation. The contribution of women to protecting Mother Nature is projected through the emergence of some movements of protest, especially in India and in Africa. For example, the Indian ecofeminist movement which is known as the Chipko movement started in the 1970s and "has received attention and support as women bonded together to defend the forests" (Cox, 1992: 282) . Indian women protested against the phenomenon of deforestation through a non-violent movement that consisted in hugging trees in an attempt to protect them and to show the importance of vegetation. In Africa, the ecofeminist movement is led by Wangrai Mathai, a Kenyan woman who received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2004 because of her contribution to promoting environmental protection through her successful Green Belt movement. Mathai defines the Green Belt movement as "a grassroots nongovernmental organization that focuses on government conservation and development. It does this mainly through a nationwide grassroots tree planting that is its core activity " (2003: 6) . Unlike the principle of the Chipko movement which encouraged some Indian women to hug trees for the sake of protecting them, under the Green Belt Movement women were motivated to plant trees. Both Indian and ecofeminist movements reflect women's eagerness to protect Mother Nature.
In addition to its emphasis on the importance of tress, ecofeminism gives a high account to animals by showing their role in the ecological chain of being. Karen Warren is an ecofeminist who tells us that animals should "receive care by understanding and respecting their needs as both sentiment beings and as members of a complex web of ecological relationships" (Warrenm 2002: 142) . The main goal of ecofeminism is to react against the oppression of animals by equating them to other creatures. In this respect, the ecofeminist poetess Susan Griffin writes in her poem entitled "Women and Nature,:" " We are birds, eggs, flowers, butterflies, rabbits, caws sheep\ We are women we are girls" (qtd. in Warren, 2002: 29) . The speaker is obviously stressing the affinities and the identification between animals, women and nature. Thus, ecofeminists refuse any attempt at exploiting animals because they are the progenitors of Mother Nature. The protest against the exploitation of animals elucidates through the ethic of veganism which consists in embracing "a vegetarian diet [that] involves the least amount of subordination, domination and oppression" (Gaard 208 ). Killing animals is seen as an aggressive male act that foregrounds the domination of the human race. This kind of domination is deeply rejected by ecofeminists as Gerrard puts it: "by eating the dead bodies of other animals, we deny our connection to our bodies, to our feelings, to the rest of nature. In doing so, we reinforce the assumptions of patriarchy" (301). We infer through this statement that animals are highly respected by ecofeminists, many of whom opt for vegetarianism to give animals their rights of living and of being part of Mother Nature.
The Narrator and the Process of Sunrising
The affinities between Mother Nature and women is made obvious from the very beginning of the novel. In fact, the novel opens with the narrator's declaration about the vitality of the sun: "I watched the sun rising up through the tamaracks and willows" (131). The natural rays illuminate the life of the narrator after being exposed to darkness and social seclusion. Her joyful mood at the sight of the sun is different from her male counterpart's passive attitude regarding the sun. Unlike the female narrator who is "squinting because the sun was above the willow trees" (131), the male character is passive and "is sleeping on the white river sand" (131).We notice through this contrast that the woman is more actively involved within mother nature. She is aware of the role of sun as a source of warmth and she seems to be overwhelmed with darkness when the sun is down. For instance, when Silva informs her: "the sun was dropping behind us and the shadows were filling the land below" (36), she reacts in a mood of embarrassment: "I am cold"(36). Her psychological state has obviously changed at the moment of sunset. In reality, like "the dim orange light from sundown" (37), the relationship between Silva and the narrator is dimmed by the presence of doubt. In short, the deep connection between the narrator and the sun is a further affirmation of what ecofeminists believe in: the close ties between the maternal womb and Mother Nature.
The Narrator and Plants
An ecofeminist approach can also help us grasp the relationship between the fruitful trees and the maternal tenderness of the narrator who is prevented from bearing a biological child. The importance of trees for the narrator can be noticed through a comparison between the male and the female character of the novel. Indeed, unlike the female narrator who is engrossed in watching the trees and observing "who walks in the pine needles" (36), Silva is out of tune with his natural landscape as he can describe only the geographical boundaries of the land: "Can you see the pueblo? The Norvago restoration begins over there….The Pueblo boundaries are over there" (36) . Comparing the female to the male character confirms the ecofeminist idea that women are closer to nature than men. Not only can the narrator observe trees, but she is also able to depict plants in minute detail. For instance, she describes the effects of humidity on wildflowers: "it was hot and the wild flowers were closing up their deep yellow petals" (40). The personification of the wild flowers during the hot weather indicates the woman's sympathy and her mood of lassitude when flowers start losing vividness. However, her mood changes during the season of regeneration and her interest in the process of vegetation is conveyed through her refusal to go back home: "I had meant to go home. But that didn't seem important house because there were little blue flowers growing in the meadow behind the stone" (39). Her ability to fathom the development of plants is further reflected through her depiction of the blooming flowers: "Moonflowers blossom in the sand hills before dawn" (38). The narrator's sensitivity to the growth of plants strengthens the ecofeminist idea of the computability between women and nature. The identification between the narrator and plants is also revealed through the image of the cactus as a personification of the yellow woman. In fact, the woman distinguishes different types of cacti, but the yellow ones are the most attractive for her: "the white ones and the red ones were still buds, but the purple and the yellow were blossoms, open full and the most beautiful of all" (40). Preferring the yellow cactus has a symbolic dimension as it stands for the yellow woman' s liberated soul and for Native American women's spiritual strength and their ability to have a voice of their own. In this way, Silko is "subtly suggesting the universality of the Yellow Woman stories through her connection to yellow woman,…the narrator becomes the yellow blossom" (Graulich, 1993: 15) . Through the image of the yellow blossom we can infer that there is a harmonious thread between the narrator and plants.
The Importance of Animals
The most important aspect of ecofeminism appears through the close relationship between the woman and animals and her ability to understand and feel them. When she witnesses the ants swarming, the narrator interprets their movement using the following terms: "they must have smelled the apricots" (38). She is clearly able to grasp the reasons behind their unusual movements and to minutely depict their olfactory senses. In addition, the narrator is so careful about animals that she focuses on the gray horse's feet which "sent rocks rolling off the trail into the dry tumbleweeds (40). The closeness between the woman and the horses reaches its highest levels when the black horse "felt warm underneath [her]" (32). Like Mother Nature, the narrator is a source of tenderness to all creatures as she does not exclude animals from the ecological chain. We can further expand on the harmony between the woman and animals through comparing her warmth and deep care regarding animals to Silva's exploitation of animals to make a living. In fact when Silva hunts "to sell the meat in the Marquez" (39), the narrator looks at the carcass and contemplates the active movement of the flies when they "buzzed around the clotted blood that hung from the carcass" (39). We find out that the woman is aware of the balance of the chain of being as she is aware of the blood of the carcass. The narrator can also observe "the white animal hairs floating in [ the bloody water]" (39), but Silva can only look at the woman with admiration since " he stood there letting his hand drip, examining [her] intently" (39). It is clear that the narrator has a deeper and a closer look as she is more sensitive to animals and she tries to be in harmony with them.
Nature vs. Culture
The narrator's identification with natural elements does not deny the importance of culture. What is specific about ecofeminism is that it rejects the division between nature and culture and the main purpose of ecofeminists is to offer "a critique of the dualisms,…such as culture\nature" (Gaard and Murphy, 1998: 9) . In the novel, the compromise between nature and culture is made clear through the narrator's escape into the wilderness for the sake of reviving stories related to the yellow woman and contributing to modernizing them. Storytelling has a paramount importance in the novel since the narrator retells some culturally significant stories.
Before dealing with storytelling in the novel, it is pertinent to define it. According to Scott Momaday: "Storytelling is imaginative and creative in nature. It is an act by which man strives to realize his capacity for wonder meaning and delight" (qtd. in Graulich, 1993: 13) . This meaningfulness is revealed when the woman goes into the wilderness and speculates over the traditional stories which account for her cultural belonging. In the wilderness, she remembers her grandfather as the storyteller of the Yellow Woman. She recounts the story to Silva by affirming: "the old stories about the ka'tsina spirit and Yellow Woman can't mean us. My grandpa liked to tell those stories best" (33). The aim behind storytelling is to keep alive the Native American repertoire and to inspire the young generation about the glory of their ancestors. In this context, the story of the Yellow Woman is a source of inspiration about the route of female independence and the importance of preserving Native roots. In this way, Silko reexamines the relationship between nature and culture and shows that instead of distancing women from their cultural belonging, nature is the locus for preserving cultural heritage. The intertwinement between the cultural and the natural elements is meant to "put together the search for the self and the old stories" (Graulich, 1993: 70) . In the wilderness, the narrator gains an inner worth and a sense of self-glorification which stem from her celebration of female and ethnic identities.
The Social Return
The experience in nature is beneficial for the narrator as it endows her with moments of awakening, spirituality and liberation. In the wilderness, she succeeds in being in contact with the natural elements and in going back to her community with a fresh breath. At this level, the woman leaves the river which is "a special space where all sorts of things could go on that couldn't happen in town" (Graulich, 1993: 72) . Despite the fact that the narrator is again embarrassed with social roles and remembers that she is a mother, a wife and a daughter, but her experience in nature remains unique as it contributes to her mental, psychological and spiritual maturity. She comes back to her community with a new spirit based on self-confidence. However, the narrator can be blamed for hiding her experience in nature and for the fear of being an object of the stereotypes inflicted against women. At the end of the narrative, the heroine hides the truth about her joyful experience with Silva and decides "to tell [her family] that some Navajo had kidnapped [her]" (43). The aim is to be socially integrated and to open a new chapter based on social compromise. In short, the experience in nature teaches the narrator the rules of independence, but the heroine has not removed all the social manacles. She has partially succeeded at liberating her soul and her quest of independence is still continuous as she needs to impose her identity on her social surrounding. We deduce that the quest in nature remains the first step for the journey of belonging and asserting female and ethnic identities.
Conclusion
To conclude, the ecofeminist dimension in Silko's Yellow Woman is made conspicuous through the relationship between the woman and the natural elements and through the link between nature and culture. The affinities between the narrator and nature are manifested through her consideration of the sun as the source of warmth, her identification with plants and her ability to understand animals. The ecofeminist idea of the harmony between the woman and nature is also revealed through the comparison between Silva, who is out of touch with the natural elements, and the narrator, who uses all her senses to perceive the beauty of nature. Another aspect of ecofeminism emerges through Silko's rejection of the binary opposition between nature and culture by making wilderness a place of meditation where the narrator becomes aware of her cultural heritage. Despite the fact that the narrator abandons her experience in the wilderness, especially at the end of the narrative when she starts being burdened with social roles, her experience in nature purifies her soul and disseminates in her the roots of female empowerment. Mother Nature remains an idol and a source of emulation.
